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(2006; see also Trimarchi & Liesch, 2006) showed how Chinese business people used an indirect style of communication to create a strong personal relationship before discussing pertinent business issues. The indirect communication style has also been attributed to high power distance and collectivism (Hofstede, 1980; but see McSweeney, 2002) . For example, Li and Liu (2006) pointed out how hierarchy in organizations is typically manifested as obedience to one's superior, which means that subordinates execute instructions without questioning and avoid challenging the superior's power.
Research into written business communication (see, e.g., Cardon, 2008) , however, has shown dissimilar results from those typical characterizations of Chinese as indirect. For example, Beamer's (2003) investigation of English-language business letters originating in the 19th century demonstrated that the business correspondence of Chinese writers was predominantly direct even though, at that time, Western culture had little influence on Chinese communication. Beamer (2003) argued that directness implied a long-standing business relationship. Further, in an experimental study comparing directness and indirectness in claim letters written by Chinese and American students, Wang (2010) showed that both groups equally used both styles, and the converging rhetorical patterns were primarily due to the globalized environment.
Although conventional characterizations of indirect Chinese communication suggest
that the Chinese represent a homogeneous cultural group with identical identities and communicative characteristics (e.g., Hofstede, 1980) , we might question whether such a characterization can apply to the internationally operating Chinese professionals who use English as the shared language with their international colleagues and business partners.
Indeed, Du-Babcock (1999; see also Zhu, 1999 Zhu, , 2005 argued that such exposure to the English language affects the knowledge and behavior of Chinese professionals. Since research on Chinese cultural identity and its effect on communication is scant, we address this gap here 5 and explore the characteristics of the communication between Chinese and Finnish business professionals in internationally operating Finnish companies. More specifically, we investigate how Chinese business professionals and their Finnish colleagues perceive Chinese BELF communication in relation to its directness. In doing so, we use an alternative theoretical approach, which is more relevant than the homogeneous national identity approach (e.g., Gudykunst & Kim, 1992; Hofstede, 1980) to explain how Chinese cultural identity may change when playing a role in English professional communication. Applying Jameson's (2007) framework of cultural identity, we contribute to knowledge of the effect of cultural identity on the English communication of Chinese business professionals. Jameson's (2007) view of cultural identity as multidimensional and embedded in a broad dynamic context is a useful perspective from which to examine the inherently intercultural BELF communication. Jameson (2007) viewed cultural identity as consisting of six components: vocation, class, geography, philosophy, language, and biological traits with cultural aspects (see Table 1).   INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE   As Table 1 shows, the traditional dimension of culture -nationality -is only a subcomponent of the third component, geography. Although all the components are important, Jameson (2007) pointed out some may be more relevant in a particular context than are others.
For instance, two of the components -vocation and language -are tightly intertwined in the work context of internationally operating business professionals. We argue that the use of English, or rather BELF, as a shared language in international business can have some homogenizing effects on its users' cultural identities. Although BELF speakers' communication is differentiated by the discourse practices of their mother tongue, it is homogenized by their shared language (English), their overall strive for clear and direct communication in the business context, and their shared business knowledge (see LouhialaSalminen & Kankaanranta, 2011 ). 6 Jameson (2007 argued that cultural identity is not only affected by the six components depicted in Table 1 , it is also affected by close relationships, and it changes over time.
Although she referred to the close relationships between family members and friends, such relationships could also include workplace colleagues, with whom interaction takes place frequently throughout the workday. The change of cultural identity over time is particularly pertinent in this study because of the huge economic and societal changes that have taken place in China.
In the following sections, first, we briefly review the literature on BELF; next, we describe our method and present our findings and a discussion of these findings; and finally, we discuss the managerial implications and limitations of our study and suggest avenues for further research.
English as the Business Lingua Franca (BELF)
The concept of BELF addresses the shared language facility used in professional communication in global business (see e.g., Du-Babcock, 2009; Ehrenreich, 2010; Gerritsen & Nickerson, 2009) . In other words, business is the purpose and domain of the use of BELF; it is a neutral resource that is shared with the members of the international business community in order to conduct business and work in multinational companies. In BELF, as in ELF, the vocabulary, structures, and discourse practices of English serve as the "lingua franca core" (Jenkins, 2000) . And finally, the lingua franca aspect of BELF implies that the speakers have different mother tongues that suggest different "cultural identities" (Jameson, 2007) . In other words, in lingua franca interactions variation and hybridity are primary because of the different linguistic backgrounds of the various BELF speakers. These linguistic backgrounds are reflected in the discourse practices of the speakers' respective versions of BELF. Thus, 7 there are no fixed norms that determine the proper usage of BELF; that is, BELF cannot be owned by anyone nor can it be linked to one particular cultural context.
In spite of the variation in BELF usage, the global business community seems to largely agree on the characteristics of successful BELF discourse. For example, based on a study including almost 1,000 survey responses from and 27 semistructured interviews with internationally operating business professionals, Kankaanranta and Planken (2010; LouhialaSalminen & Kankaanranta, 2011) argued that successful BELF communication calls for (a) directness and clarity rather than grammatical accuracy, (b) the use of business-specific vocabulary and genres rather than just general English, and (c) expressions that are oriented toward building rapport and relationships rather than merely explaining the factual content of the message. Indeed, as these success factors suggest, the international business professionals perceived communication know-how an integral component of business know-how. Although the native tongues of most of the study participants were European (e.g., Finnish, Swedish, German), the first language of 13 % of the participants was non-European, and 7 % of participants spoke Chinese as their first language. The researchers found no major differences between Europeans and non-Europeans concerning how they perceived successful BELF discourse. (2010) some of their Finnish informants felt that when they used BELF, they were not quite as direct as when they used their native tongue (see also Vihakara, 2006) . In other words, they seemed to adapt their communication when interacting with non-Finnish (and not as direct)
speakers (see Giles & Coupland, 1991) . Also, Jung and Louhiala-Salminen's (2012) exploratory study showed signs of convergence over time in the BELF communication between Finnish and Korean colleagues.
Method
Because our study is largely explorative a qualitative research approach seemed justified (Patton, 2002) , and we used semistructured interviewing as the method for three principal reasons. First, interviewing is particularly well suited to explorative studies of subjects on which there is little research available (Daniels & Cannice, 2004) , as was the case with this study on Chinese BELF communication. Second, interviewing allows the researcher to view the subject from the participant's perspective and make it meaningful, knowable, and explicit (Patton, 2002) . This fit the aim of our study: to gain knowledge about how both Finnish and Chinese business professionals perceive Chinese BELF communication. Third, interviewing offers higher accessibility to data and is also less complicated to arrange than, for example, videotaping authentic meetings, which typically requires lengthy negotiations with companies due to the various confidentiality issues involved. The collection of data complied with Finland's national-level guidelines for human-subject research (http://www.tenk.fi/en).
Interview Data
In line with the objective of this study, we considered three criteria appropriate for selecting our participants: (a) they had to work for Finnish companies that had established themselves 9 in China, (b) the Finnish business professionals had to have regular work interactions with their Chinese colleagues and vice versa, which enabled them to have a view on each other's communication, and (c) their working language had to be English. A total of 11 business professionals met these criteria from among the 42 Finnish and Chinese professionals whom we interviewed for related research projects (our first set of data); we also interviewed six additional Chinese professionals for the purposes of this study alone (our second set of data).
Thus, we interviewed a total of 17 participants (see Table 2 ).
INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE
The common denominator for the 17 participants was the nature of their work: They could be described as internationally operating business professionals whose work involved regular contacts with colleagues who did not speak their respective native tongues (i.e., Chinese and Finnish). Most of them held managerial-level jobs (e.g., project manager, HR manager), and only two were specialists. Their education was also similar: All but one had a university level degree, either a BS or an MS, which suggests a comparable social class. The distribution of the participants' sex and nationality was practically equal: Eight males and nine females and eight Finns and nine Chinese. Finally, most of the participants (12 of 17)
were below 40 years of age. For reporting purposes, the participants were identified by numbers: Participants 1 to 8 were Finns and 9 to17 were Chinese.
The interviews were held in the mother tongue of the respective participants -those in Finnish by Kankaanranta (the first author) and those in Chinese by Lu (the second author) -to ensure a high degree of validity and accuracy (Marschan-Piekkari & Reis, 2004) . We recorded and transcribed the interviews within a few days and translated the data into English.
Interview Questions
The interview questions were open-ended because this allowed the participants to freely express their experiences, opinions, and feelings (Patton, 2002 Thus, we translated indirect communication into either 间接沟通, which means that communication takes place via a third person, or 不直接沟通, which means talking around the topic. Both contain somewhat negative or unfavorable connotations, so we had to pay special attention to using neutral words in the interview questions. This type of challenge did not surface in the Finnish interviews. Those participants did not have any special reaction to either of the concepts of directness or indirectness.
Data Analysis
The analysis of the interview data followed the two foci of the data sets: The Finnish participants' perceptions of Chinese communication and the Chinese participants' perceptions of their own communication. We coded the interview transcripts using Jameson's (2007) categorization of cultural identity (see Table 1 ) but focused on identifying the components of vocation and language. Meanwhile we were open to the other four components: class, geography, philosophy, and biological traits. First, each of us coded the transcripts separately.
Then, we cross-checked each other's coding and discussed any discrepancies so that we could achieve unanimous agreement and a shared understanding of the issues. In spite of our Finnish participants' comments about the differences in communication they had experienced with their Chinese colleagues, they also pointed out that their shared corporate culture, which was described as open and nonhierarchical, had a unifying influence.
Chinese Perceptions of Their Own BELF Communication
Our findings from the Chinese interviews suggested that Chinese professionals noted a difference between Chinese communication conducted in English and that in Chinese. We found that three components of cultural identity -vocation, language, and the biological trait of age (Jameson, 2007) -were particularly relevant in accounting for the difference. 
Internationally Operating Business Professionals Appreciate Clear and Direct Communication
The role of vocation is integral to the language use and communication of Chinese business professionals who work with international colleagues. We argue that internationally operating professionals share inherent Western management practices such as being goal oriented, striving to use time and money efficiently, and aiming to achieve a win-win outcome (Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2011) . Indeed, in certain aspects, the Chinese business philosophy has probably become even more economy driven than that of the Western culture. (Kankaanranta & Planken, 2010) . This finding suggests that Chinese and Finnish BELF communication may be converging: the former becoming more direct and the latter becoming less direct, reflecting their speakers' attempts to adjust.
On the other hand, our Finnish participants tended to agree about the indirectness of Chinese BELF communication, which suggests that Chinese BELF bears characteristics of its speakers' mother tongue and culture (e.g., Ding, 2006; Vihakara, 2006; Worm & Frankenstein, 2000) and is different from, for example, Finnish BELF. This finding complies with previous research on the effect of mother-tongue discourse practices on BELF communication (e.g., Jung & Louhiala-Salminen, 2012; Louhiala-Salminen et al., 2005) . In other words, we can argue that a concept of Chinese BELF exists that is separate from, for example, Finnish or Swedish BELF -at least for Finnish business professionals who work internationally and have experience with different BELF varieties. (Giles & Coupland, 1991) , which asserts that communication partners tend to adjust their communication to that of their partner. This evolution naturally affects the notion of BELF as a whole. Perhaps at some point in the future, then, the use of BELF will reflect qualities that have proven effective for international professional communication.
Conclusions
The implication of our study for practitioners working with Chinese business professionals is simple: Chinese BELF communication is a dynamic hybrid that is highly context dependent, as are the other BELF varieties. It is not a monolithic entity but a resource that is negotiable in situ. A number of factors affect the communication style of internationally operating Chinese professionals, whose working language is English, or rather, BELF. The age of the professionals seems to be particularly important to their communication style; similarly, company culture is influential. Indeed, we would argue that, over time, we expect increasingly direct professional communication from internationally operating business professionals who represent younger generations, have university degrees, use English as their working language, and are employed by companies (located in big international cities) with a nonhierarchical organizational culture. For Chinese business professionals, the implications of our study also are simple: They need to be aware that international business professionals tend to appreciate direct and clear BELF communication. Simultaneously, they should remember that no one variety of BELF exists but that BELF is inherently multicultural and multilingual, calling for flexibility above all else.
The implication of our study for communication researchers is that culture in the business context should be viewed as a highly dynamic concept and investigated at multiple levels, including the professional, organizational, and industrial levels (e.g., Leung et al., 2005) . In particular, when the language used in intercultural communication is not the native language of many or any of the speakers, as is typically the case with BELF, the rules of the game have to be negotiated anew in every new encounter. In such a situation, Baker's (2011) emphasis on the opportunities offered by the complexity theory for the conceptualization of a lingua franca culture seems welcome.
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The main limitations of this study are closely related to the avenues for future research.
First, our number of participants was small although for this type of exploratory study, the number seemed sufficient because we were able to provide some new insights about Chinese professional communication. But a higher number of participants representing different linguistic backgrounds would provide a deeper and more versatile view on the phenomenon under scrutiny. Second, our Chinese participants came from Beijing and Shanghai, so our findings are primarily valid for internationally operating Chinese professionals in large international cities in China. Also, the companies that our participants worked at were subsidiaries of Finland-based parent companies, where hierarchical power tends to be fairly equally distributed between management and employees. Further research should be devoted to BELF communication in other contexts to obtain a fuller picture of the evolution of BELF;
for example, workplaces with more hierarchical cultures, possibly based in more hierarchically oriented countries, could be investigated. Third, we did not question the concept of directness but instead reported our participants' perceptions although the concept can be interpreted in various ways (e.g., Ding, 2006; Kankaanranta & Planken, 2010) Finally, we only used one qualitative method in our study: interviewing. But employing triangulation and, for example, the mixed-methods approach to data collection -using questionnaire surveys, videotaping authentic meetings, and collecting corporate texts -could increase the trustworthiness of the inquiry and reveal different perspectives on the use and evolution of BELF. Also, with multiple sources of data, the whole potential of Jameson's (2007) insightful framework of cultural identity could be more rigorously exploited. 
